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Introduction
In Ancient Egypt, jewelry was important to represent your class, your beliefs, your
values. From your amulet (religious charm) or your ring, a person could identify your status in
society. But jewelry was not only a fashion statement, it was a testament to religion; the center
of their culture. Today, one could say the ancient Egyptian culture of valuing jewelry and gold as
a status and religious symbol, has reappeared within the Hip-Hop community.

Ancient Egypt: The Importance of Gold & Jewelry
Gold was not just an accessory in Ancient Egypt times, it was a status symbol, a rite of
passage, a means of religious protection. Most Egyptians owned some type of jewelry in their
lifetimes, and almost every Egyptian rich or poor, was buried in their gold.1 In fact, ancient tombs
are where most gold artifacts have been found. When King Tutankhamun’s tomb was found in
1923, it was marked as the only ancient Egyptian royal tomb found relatively intact.
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Archeologists found four chambers within the tomb filled with gold jewelry, golden shrines,
statues, a chariot, weapons, clothing–a perfectly preserved mummy (the first one ever to be
discovered); untouched for over 3,000 years.2 While gold was mostly for the wealthy and largely
controlled by the Pharaohs, most Egyptians of less than royal status also owned some small bit
of gold jewelry. This jewelry was usually rings, earrings, bracelets, pectorals, necklaces, crowns,
girdles and amulets.
No matter if the wearer was a Pharaoh or a laborer,
jewelry had a deeper meaning in ancient Egyptian culture.
Decorative motifs were often represented in jewelry found in
tomb chambers (like King Tut’s), furniture, and clothing as
religious and naturalistic symbols. 3 Popular motifs were the
scarab (represents the beetle and the sun god & rebirth). The
Uraeus, the sacred cobra that represented Lower Egypt, and
the vulture, a symbol of Upper Egypt. Royal members would
even wear the cobra and vulture motifs on their headdress to
symbolize unity between Upper and Lower Egypt under the
pharaohs.4
Amulets in particular were an important group of
jewelry, worn by the rich and poor alike. Amulets were used as
‘lucky charms'. They were worn or carried daily, and placed in
tombs to protect the wearer in the afterlife.5 Amulets were believed to attract good forces and
protect against evil dangers. The materials chosen for these items and the quality of
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workmanship often marked the status of the owner or wearer. 6 In short, all jewelry had some
meaning for all Egyptians, not only in terms of wealth and status. Egyptians believed jewelry
protected them from wild animals, disease, famine, accidents, and natural disasters.

Hip-Hop Culture: The Importance of Gold & Jewelry

One of the most clear examples of Egyptian influence in popular hip-hop culture is
Kanye West performing in a $300K chain depicting the Egyptian god Horus, at the 2010 BET
Awards. Jacob & Co created the custom, massive chain for Mr. West, as well as a four-finger
gold pyramid ring.7 Kanye blogged to fans about his chain, stating Horus served many functions

in the Egyptian pantheon, most notably being the god of the sky, god of war, and god of
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protection.8 Kanye, like the Egyptians of ancient times, hoped to invoke the same personal
qualities of religious figures through jewelry. But it’s not just one performance that shows the
importance jewelry plays on hip-hop culture, it has been embedded into hip-hop since the
beginning.
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Since hip-hop started in the 1980s, jewelry has been a symbol of status and affirmation
of success. Popular rap artists like LL Cool J and RUN-DMC made rap commercialized, which
meant more money for them to spend and show their success through jewelry. Even Adidas, a
business partner with the group, caught on to RUN-DMC’s love of gold and gifted RUN-DMC
gold sneakers at the height of their superstardom.9 The “rope chain” and other super
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extravagant chains and gold accessories of the 80s were made popular by LL Cool J,
RUN-DMC, Slick-Rick, and Big Daddy Kane to name a few. LL's signature was even wearing a
four-finger gold ring, similar to the double pyramid ring
Kanye would wear decades later.
From the 1990s, chains meant even more,
honoring lost ones and paying homage to their friends.
When one of the most popular rappers of the 90s, Biggie
Smalls, had his last chain made before he was killed, it
was a diamond Jesus Piece (necklace). That same Jesus
piece was worn by Jay Z and Lil Kim, two of his friends and
fellow rappers, as a “good luck” charm in the wake of his
death. This could be considered similar to the amulets
Egyptians wore for protection and prosperity.10 Religious
symbols like Jesus and the Crucifix were a popular choice
in the 90s, and increased in popularity as time went on.
Kanye West, especially at the beginning of his career,
made religion in hip-hop cool. When he released his
popular religious inspired song, “Jesus Walks” in 2004, he got a Jesus chain to match. During a
Rolling Stone interview, Kanye talked about the controversy of his Jesus chain:
“I believe Jesus was black. When I saw it (the Jesus chain), I said, ‘I don’t particularly
want to wear this as far as what I represent, even though I love it.’ But I do think it’s a
beautiful piece of artwork...I love the way it looks with the blue eyes,” West tells Jacob,
“but I’ll get too much flak for it. I can’t explain that blue-eyed sh-t. I need to do another
one. A black one. Because I have socially conscious lyrics and I’m-a get flak.” 11
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Many artists like Kanye grew up in the church and even rap about their religious
background. It may seem like hip-hop and religion are not a likely combination. But jewelry
makes a connection between these two institutions. Jewelry in hip-hop is not only about
aesthetics, but also how a chain is a personal extension of the wearer. The fact that Kanye still
wore the chain even with push back from Jay-Z, one of the most popular rappers of all time,
shows jewelry can also be a symbol of rebellion from society's acceptability politics; even within
the hip-hop community. That’s what hip-hop was founded on: self expression, going against the
grain, being true to who you are, and representing where you came from. Buying a chain is
more than just conspicuous consumption. Jay-Z and Kanye’s interaction about his Jesus piece
is also an example of a political message behind the jewelry. A chain is also a statement that
you practice what you preach. In a 2004, Rollingstone interview, Jay-Z comments on Kanye’s
infamous $25,000 Jesus piece:

At first, Jay’s impressed with the exquisite craftsmanship. Then I (Toure) ask, “Don’t
it look funny to you that Mr. ‘Jesus Walks’s Jesus is white?” With that, Jay’s
eyebrows lower and skepticism comes over his face.
“That is a little different,” Jay says, no longer impressed.
“Nah,” West argues. “That’s Grandma’s Jesus!” It’s his first time testing the excuse.
Jay is unmoved. “You gotta darken that face up, man.”
“And get rid of them blue eyes,” the woman next to him chimes in.
“We tried to get rid of the blue eyes,” West says, on the defensive. He knew this
would happen. “The blue eyes look best.”
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“Yeah,” Jay says, knowing he’s got West cornered. “That’s what they make you
think.” Then he blurts out a laugh at the young rapper’s expense.12

As Black Americans, from Civil Rights to
Today, there has been a constant struggle of
self-love in the Black community. Religion has
often been a tool of weaponization in America
against Black people. Throughout American
history, the Bible and Christianity have been tools
to keep Black slaves in bondage. The Washington
Museuem displays a “slave bible” from 1807, an
edited version of the Bible that removed portions
of the text like the Exodus story to in fear of slave
rebellion.13 And because Jesus has a lack of
detailed physical appearance in the Bible, many
have used art to depict Jesus in their own
likeness. The “Grandma’s Jesus” Kanye is
probably referencing is the famous 1941 painting,
Head of Christ, by Warner Sallman.
This image of Jesus was reprinted and mass produced to homes, schools, churches
(black and white) and even films. 14 Despite the art’s proven inaccurate depiction of Jesus, it
became the literal face of Jesus for millions. Many race theory experts see the painting as a tool
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for white supremacy, using religious art as a form of control over Black Americans. A major
Black artist of Kanye’s influence wearing a White “Jesus-piece” chain, would definitely have
negative connotations for those aware of the racial history of the Jesus figure.
However, Kanye did not stop wearing his Jesus piece. In fact, a few years later in 2007,
Kanye teamed up with Japanese artist Takashi Murakami to recreate the Jesus Piece aesthetic.
The result was: the Jesus piece exploded in popularity in Hip-Hop as a status symbol.15

Every rap group gave chains to their signees. Popular Southern rappers: Paul Wall,
Nelly, and Lil Wayne influenced a movement with grills (removable sets of diamond/gold teeth)
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to add another level of status, flare, and style to the rap game. 16 Hip-hop continued to
experience financial success from the early 2000s. Merchandise, sponsorship, tours, royalties,
business ventures; all this meant that rappers had even more buying power. With this, the
chains, watches, grills (gold mouth pieces), became even more extravagant. Jewelry did not
slow down its momentum in rap culture. It was still a major factor in status, appreciation, and
influence. Like Egyptian culture, the main purpose for jewelry in rap is to show your status and
wealth; and wealth was increasing. And as Egyption jewelry served a greater purpose for its
wearers, the jewelry for rappers today also has a greater meaning.

Access to jewelry also means achieving the American Dream. It’s a way for rappers to
celebrate beating the odds. Most rappers come from impoverished, crime-ridden cities where
many do not expect them to make it. With the majority of rappers being Black, there is also a
realization that they beat racist institutions set before them. It was reported in 2021 by The
16
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Sentencing Project, an organization that promotes research and advocacy for justice reform,
that Black Americans are incarcerated in state prisons at nearly five times the rate of White
Ameicans.17 Based on statistics like this, rappers have beat the odds. They have achieved the
American dream, and also survived the many traps for Black Americans using their own musical
gifts and business acumen. When you win, you celebrate. And oftentimes, the first means of
celebration for a rapper is a chain. The Migos, a popular rap group of today, have created a
docuseries named Ice Cold, that dives deeper into jewelry, the American Dream, and self
expression in Rap. Lead artist of the group Quavo explained the purpose behind the series.

I want y’all to be up on the knowledge of jewelry. I want y’all to learn the importance and
meaning behind it. It’s been that way for years, for decades, since our ancestors were
rocking gold. So it’s a big part of life and now it’s a big part of hip-hop and the culture. 18
The Migos are making the connection that jewelry has been a centerpiece of hip-hop
and Black culture, as it was for Egyptian culture. Their understanding of the importance of
jewelry as men of African descent, and their influence on a large group of people, makes this
connection to ancient Egypt even more fascinating. Remnants of religious charms, symbols,
meanings, all are expressed within jewelry just as they were in ancient times. Takeoff explains
he has one chain made in honor for his late grandmother:

Even with this one right here [points to Jesus chain] we keep God first. I got my
grandmama name on the back of that one, so that’s a significant piece. It means a lot.
So when I put that on, God is with us all the time and she is with us watching over us.
Every piece means something.
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Jewelry in hip-hop is not just for glory, but also to tell a story. It’s to show that you
survived, achieved the American Dream, or maybe that you are honoring your deceased loved
one. Remarkably there is this other connection from Rap to ancient Egypt, where they left the
amulets of their deceased in their tombs for protection in the afterlife.19 Though the Egyptians
and the rappers of today both used jewelry to signify their status, it’s clear both groups also
applied a deeper meaning to their jewelry.

Conclusion
The Egyptians used jewelry as a status symbol but also an important religious charm,
motif, and symbol of protection in their culture. As a result, we are able to understand more
about ancient Egypt and how they lived, thought, and what they valued. Hip-hop culture also
uses jewelry as a symbol of not only status, but appreciation of their social environment,
dedication to someone of importance, remembrance of a lost loved, and reverence to God. In
these ways, ancient Egyptian jewelry culture and present-day Hip-Hop jewelry culture are closer
in similarities than they appear.
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